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PREFACE 
"If I am native to anything, I am native to this. " 
Wallace Stegner on the American wilderness 
In the midst of a bitter cold winter in 1997, I returned to my home state of South 
Dakota. After having spent the previous eight years living in various other regions of the 
United States, I began the process of rediscovering the land and people of the region where I 
was raised. Although it doesn't have the fragrant magnolias of Tennessee, the salty waters of 
Maine, or the rugged mountains of Colorado, I feel native to the broad rolling landscape, the 
seemingly endless horizon, and the scattered insular communities that are the American 
prame. 
It is the rediscovery of my own prairie roots that has influenced my architectural 
thesis investigation: the design of a student housing complex for a small college in Yankton, 
South Dakota. The intent of the project is to generate architecture that overtly responds to 
this strenuous and spectacular region, gaining its inspiration from a reading of the region's 
landscape. In addition to speculating on a new t:ype of regional architecture, student housing 
that is highly memorable in its form, materiality, and programming is also intended to 
address the issue of "rural flight", the outmigration of youth from the central plains. "The 
Dakotas have always been a place to be from" (Norris, 8), and most small prairie 
communities have been losing population since the 1920's. Admittedly, life on the sparsely 
populated plains is not for everyone, and this project is not intended as a solution to the 
problem of students leaving. The architecture will, however, attempt to promote a 
memorable connection between the students of the school and the landscape in which they 
were educated. 
IV 
The process of reading the landscape included sampling from a variety of regional 
texts, from novels to essays to nature writings to histories. Each text was chosen because it 
provided a particular understanding of the region, allowing me to see the landscape in a 
different way. Willa Cather, for instance, wrote this about her experience on the Nebraska 
plains at the tum of the 20th century: 
This country was mostly wild pasture and as naked as the back of your 
hand. I was little and homesick and lonely and my mother was homesick 
and nobody paid attention to us. So the country and I had it out together, 
and by the end of the first autumn, that shaggy grass country had gripped 
me with a passion I have never been able to shake. (xiv) 
A contemporary writer who has won recent acclaim for her work based on this 
landscape is author and poet Kathleen Norris. In her 1993 bestseller, Dakota: A Spiritual 
Geography, she writes the following about the western prairie's "great unpeopled landscape 
of earth and sky" (15). 
Few appreciate the harsh beauty of a land that rolls like the ocean floor it 
once was, where dry winds scour out buttes, and the temperature can reach 
110 degrees above or plunge to 30 below zero for a week or more. Say what 
you will about our climate, in Dakota we say it keeps the riff-raff out. (26) 
While at times these authors' impressions are nostalgic, they also demonstrate an ability to 
both admit and embrace the region's significant difficulties. 
I also relate some of my personal experiences with the region's tall grasses, harsh 
climate, and quirky architecture through a series of informal narratives about, for instance, 
visiting a prairie restoration and the difficulties of living in the Fly-Over Zone. I also 
document some unique and peculiar items found in South Dakota, like the Com Palace of 
Mitchell, which ultimately helped to inspire my architectural design. 
V 
The site for this student housing complex is on the campus of Mount Marty College 
in Yankton, South Dakota. A small Benedictine school, it was selected for several reasons. 
First, Mount Marty has estimated that it will need an additional 40,000 square feet of on-
campus housing by the year 2008. Second, Mount Marty's current housing is dilapidated and 
unremarkable, including a circa 1970 L-shaped women's dormitory and many out-dated 
rooms on the upper levels of the school's original 1936 administration buildings. Finally, 
Mount Marty was chosen because it is located in the South Dakota town where I was raised, 
and I wanted to use the opportunity of my thesis to propose a design for the community that I 
still consider my home. 
I am presenting my completed thesis in web format because it reflects the nature of 
my own research and design process, which continually shifted between reading, writing, 
documenting, and designing. It also reflects the time period in which the work was 
completed. 
The web is best viewed using Windows 98 or Windows 2000. 
Software Requirements: 
Microsoft Internet Explorer, version 5.5 or better 
Windows Media Player, version 6.4 or better 
Hardware Requirements: 
4XCD-ROM 
400 megahertz or better processor 
Recommended: 
Soundcard and speakers 
Display settings: 1024 X 768 
Begin by inserting the CD in your disk drive and opening the file "readme.txt" in the folder 
titled "Youth, Land, and Sky." 
VI 
REFERENCES 
Brown, P. (1999). On the plains. New York: Doubletake Books. 
Carter, T. (1997). Images of an American land: Vernacular architecture in the western United 
States. Albuquerque, NM: University of New Mexico Press. 
Cather, W. (1993). Willa Cather: Three novels and selected stories. New York: Barnes & 
Noble, Inc. 
Conzen, M. (1990). The making of the American landscape. Boston, MA: Unwin Hyman. 
Cook, J. (1978). The architecture of Bruce Goff. New York: Harper & Row, Publishers. 
Comer, J. (1996). Taking measures across the American landscape. New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press. 
Dunlop, M .. H. (1995). Sixty miles from contentment: traveling the nineteenth-century 
American interior. New York: Basic Books. 
Eden, R. C. (1997). Living on the edge. In Hasselstrom, L., Collier, G., & Curtis, N. (Eds.), 
Leaning into the wind: Women write from the heart of the west. (pp.196-197). 
Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Company. 
Gilbert, T. H. (1997). You live where? In Hasselstrom, L., Collier, G., & Curtis, N. (Eds.), 
Leaning into the wind: Women write from the heart of the west. (pp.165-166). 
Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Company. 
Gulliford, A. (2000). Sacred objects and sacred places: Preserving tribal traditions. 
Boulder, CO: University Press of Colorado. 
Hasselstrom, L., Collier, G., & Curtis, N. (Eds.). (1997). Leaning into the wind: Women 
write from the heart of the west. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Company. 
Hejduk, J. (1995). Architectures in love: Sketchbook notes. New York: Rizzoli. 
J. Paul Getty Museum. (1998). Seeing the Getty gardens: A souvenir book. Los Angeles, 
CA: J. Paul Getty Museum. 
Karolevitz, R. F. (1975). Challenge: the South Dakota story. Sioux Falls, SD: Brevet Press, 
Inc. 
Karolevitz, R. F. (1984). Yankton: A pioneer past. Sioux Falls, SD: Brevet Press, Inc. 
Vll 
Madson, J. (1995). Where the sky began: Land of the tallgrass prairie. Ames, IA: Iowa 
State University Press. 
Madson, J. (1993). Tall grass prairie. Helena, MT: Falcon Press Publishing Co., Inc. 
Manning, R. (1995). Grassland: The history, biology, politics, and promise of the American 
prairie. New York: Penguin Books. 
Meinig, D.W. (Ed.). (1979). The interpretation of ordinary landscapes: Geographical essays. 
New York: Oxford University Press. 
Neri, L. (1999). Looking up: Rachel Whiteread's water tower. New York: Public Art Fund. 
Norris, K. (1993). Dakota: A spiritual geography. New York: Houghton Mifflin Company. 
Ricou, L. (1973). Vertical man/horizontal world. Vancouver: University of British 
Columbia. 
Rodaway, P. (1994). Sensuous geographies: Body, sense and place. New York: Routledge. 
Sixkiller Clarke, A. (1993). Sisters in the blood: The education of women in native 
America. Newton, MA: WEEA Publishing Center. 
Thacker, R. (1989). The great prairie fact and literary imagination. Albuquerque: The 
University of New Mexico Press. 
Trimble, D. (1980). "The geologic story of the great plains." Geologic survey bulletin 
(1493). Washington, DC: United States Government Printing Office. 
Turner, P.V. (1984). Campus: An American planning tradition. Cambridge, MA: The MIT 
Press. 
